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scholar who tries to understand the complex development of
tragedy in Renaissance Europe, when Italy, France and
England each took from a common tradition and produced a
body of drama as different in national characteristics as in
permanent artistic worth:1 the sixteenth century brought forth
great tragedy in one country only, and even there, only one
Shakespeare. It is doubtless easier to see the movements in the
growth of European tragedy than in the development of its
comedy. Comedy is much more sensitive to topical circum-
stance. It is therefore much more variable and apparently
casual in the forms it takes on. Even so, the mass of Renais-
sance comedy is seen to settle itself into some sort of intelligible
pattern, if the survey of it is stretched to cover English, Italian,
French and Spanish variations of it. In all these countries the
problem was similar; it was the attempt to gratify a world-old
sense of the comic or ludicrous at the same time as a new
sensibility for the romantic. It weighed less heavily in Spain
and in France than in England and in Italy. In Spain, the
theatre had never established itself as the provider of so much
general and common fun as had the English medieval stage:
Spanish drama could therefore undertake to show the high
falutin* talcs of sixteenth century romance without any feeling
that it was thereby stifling common humanity's taste for the
ludicrous. France, in its turn, had not only a racial sense for
the ludicrous, it had also already in the Middle Ages anticipated
the Renaissance problem up to a point in its dramatisation of
realistically or poetically pastoral scenes. But when the full
stress of romantic taste swayed France in the sixteenth century,
it was for a romance which had been distorted into channels
too exclusive, too exotic and too aristocratic to be compatible
with the spirit of popular drama. Italy and England were the
real battlefield of the new impulses. But Italy was side-tracked
into a merely partial solution of the problem* English drama-
tists wrote for Court and University and Bankside. Italian
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